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DESTRUCTION OF THE CATHOLIC MISSIONS ON THE RIO 
COLORADO IN 1781. 



VERY REVEREND J. ADAM, V. G. 



[Read April 3, 1893.1 

The new commander, D. Teodoro Croix, from Sonora, sent orders 
to the governor of California, Felipe de Neve, to send Captain Fer- 
nando Rivera to the Arispe to recruit seventy-five soldiers in order to 
establish a fort and three missions along the Santa Barbara channel. 
Each mission was to be protected by soldiers, and the rest were to 
occupy the fort. In addition to the soldiers the captain was 
instructed to try to induce some families to come and establish a town 
to be called "Pueblo de Nuestra Sefiora de Los Angeles, " near the 
river called Porziuncula. 

At the same time the new commander requested the Fathers of 
the College of Queretaro to establish two missions on the Colorado 
River to try to convert the Indians, and also to secure the route 
newly discovered via that river to the missions of California. 

The missions of Colorado were established on a different plan 
from those of California. No forts were erected, only eight soldiers 
were allowed for each mission, and eight settlers, married and with 
families. A sergeant was the commanding officer in one mission and 
an ensign in the other. The missionaries were to attend only to the 
spiritual affairs, and the gentiles, when baptized, were to continue to 
live on their ranchos and to provide for themselves. This new pro- 
cedure was not successful. The Indians killed the officer, sergeant 
soldiers and settlers, with the exception of a few that were made 
captives. The four missionaries were also killed and their buildings 
destroyed. This occurred in 1781. 

As soon as the governor received the order from his commander 
he sent Capt. Rivera, who embarked at Loretto, and began his 
recruiting in Sinaloa, sending companies of recruits, soldiers and 
settlers by sea to Loretto, with instructions for them to go up by land 
to San Diego. Those whom he recruited in Sonoro he brought with 
him to the Colorado River, with more than a thousand head of mules 
and horses. 

When the captain arrived at the Colorado River he found two 
missions already established. His horses and mules being very poor 
and sick he determined to remain along the banks of the river until 
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they would fatten, as he had two hundred and eighty miles more to 
travel from there to San Gabriel mission. He remained near the 
river with a sergeant and his soldiers of Monterey, and sent the 
recruits ahead, led by an officer and nine soldiers from the barracks of 
Sonora. 

The Mission of San Gabriel was at that time full of activity, as it 
was the central point for the recruits that arrived from Lower Cali- 
fornia and those that were coming up by way of the river Colorado. 
Seeing so many troops, Governor Neve sent back the ensign officer 
and nine veterans to Sonora by way of the Colorado ; but before 
they arrived near the river they were told that the Yuma Indians had 
killed the missionaries and soldiers and destroyed the mission build- 
ings. The officer, being a man of great courage, paid no attention 
to this alarming news. Proceeding on his march he saw that the 
buildings had been reduced to ashes, and found the bodies of the dead 
unburied. He saw himself at once surrounded by those savages; but 
he fought bravely and lost two of his soldiers, and another was 
wounded. With his remaining troops he retired to San Gabriel, 
fighting his way the whole distance, as the Indians were molesting 
and pursuing him. 

He had to wait at San Gabriel until the Governor ordered him 
to go back to Sonora with his remaining seven veterans, and give an 
account to Chief Commander Croix of what had happened.* 

Fearing a general uprising Neve remained at San Gabriel with his 
troops. Meanwhile he gave orders to establish a town of Spaniards 
near the River Porziuncula. He gathered together all settlers and 
gave them land near the river about four leagues from the mission, 
and escorted by a corporal and three soldiers the pueblo of our Lady 
of Los Angeles was founded on the 4th of September, 1781. 

After six months had passed without any uprising the Governor 
determined to pass on to the founding of the Mission of San Buena 
Ventura, accompanied by Father Junipero Serra, who had come down 
all the way on foot from San Carlos, near Monterey. He rested one 
night in our newly founded town of Los Angeles. 

The convoy of this expedition was very brilliant. Many troops 
and families accompanied the Governor, and Fathers Serra and 
Cambon. At the close of the first ddy's journey a mail courier came 
to the Governor with a letter stating that Captain Pedro Fages had 
arrived at San Gabriel with important papers. The Governor at 
once, with ten soldiers, went back to the mission where Captain 
Fages was waiting. He brought to him important documents con- 



*The Governor sent this officer, Lieut. Simon, and his party to Sonora by way of 
Loretto. 
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taining reports of what had happened on the Rio Colorado. Father 
Palou, in his life of Father Junipero Serra, acknowledges to have 
read these papers, through the kindness of Captain Fages, and 
through him he gives us important items concerning the Yuma Indi- 
ans and what moved them to destroy the missions. 

He says that the Yuma Indians that were living along the banks 
of River Colorado at first showed themselves well inclined 
towards the missionaries and soldiers, apparently being glad that 
white people had settled near them. Two missions were then 
founded, one named Purisima Concepcion, and the other three leagues 
distant, called San Pedro y San Pablo, both on the California side of 
the river. The fathers had no means to allure the Indians with little 
trinkets, and as they could not remain long amongst them, their con- 
version was slow and limited. However, they used to go and 
exchange articles with the soldiers, they giving corn and other seeds 
and the soldiers returning cloth. Some few were baptized, but they 
seldom came to the mission, and the fathers still more rarely could go 
after them on their ranches. 

The Yuma Indians seeing that the cattle of the white people 
were eating the pasture needed for their own animals and' that the 
few patches of fertile ground where they raised watermelons, beans, 
and pumpkins were taken by the white people, they began to look 
upon them as invaders, and vengeance was brooding within their 
savage breasts. 

The settlers could not see any danger, but the missionaries being 
men of experience knew how little the savages could be relied upon, 
and began preparing their people for the worst. 

On Sunday, mass being over, at the same time the Indians 
attacked both missions, set fire to them, killed the four priests and 
all the soldiers except a few that made good their escape. One of 
the soldiers reached Sonora and gave the alarm. The Commander- 
General then sent troops there, led by Captain Fages, to see if the 
statement of the soldier was true, and in that case he had orders to 
rescue the captives, and find out the ringleaders of the assault and 
take them prisoners and punish the others. 

Captain Fages having arrived at the River Colorado, found it 
deserted ; saw the missions reduced to ashes, and the corpses of the 
missionaries, Diaz and Moreno, unburied. For some time he could 
not find the remains of the other two, Fathers Garces and Barreneche. 
The soldiers in search of the dead noticed a spot verdant and covered 
with beautiful flowers, while the whole country around was dry and 
barren. The captain ordered them to dig there, and they found the 
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corpses of the missionaries intact, and were told that an old squaw 
who had great respect for the fathers had buried their bodies. 

The captain had these four bodies put in coffins and brought 
them to Queretaro, where the Franciscans have a college. 

Strange things were told by some of the Indians. They said that 
after the missions were destroyed a procession was seen every night 
of people dressed in white, and with tapers in their hands, with a 
cross L bearer and acolytes going around the mission chanting. After 
going around several times they would disappear. These visions 
were seen both by the white prisoners and the Indians, and, while the 
Christians were consoled by it, the poor savages got frightened and 
abandoned the place, going eight leagues further down the river. 

Captain Fagds searched for them and found them concealed in the 
woods, but could not induce them to come out. However, he ran- 
somed the captives, and with them returned to Sonora to report. 

The Commander-General sent another expedition with orders to 
have the leaders of the Yumas arrested and punished. To this effect 
Captain Fages had to come to California to see the Governor, who 
had orders from his superior to send as many troops as he could spare 
to punish the culprits. 

They postponed their march tijl September. A few Indians were 
killed by this expedition, but they were unable to pacify that tribe. 

Where the Mission of the Purisima stood is known at present as 
Fort Yuma, where American troops were stationed for some years. 
These had many skirmishes with the Indians. Troops were sent 
there to protect immigrants, many of whom had been robbed and 
killed by the Indians. 

At present there is at Fort Yuma an Indian school conducted by 
the Sisters of St. Joseph, where boys and girls are trained to different 
trades, besides learning how to read and write. The children in gen- 
eral become very much attached to the school, but it is difficult to 
overcome the prejudice of some of their parents. They would rather 
have them free to run wild as their ancestors did. The ex-chief, 
Miguel, has caused many troubles to these poor sisters, and prevented 
many children from going to school. Not long ago one of the sisters 
was in imminent danger of being killed by some of these savages, if 
some of the faithful Indians had not given the alarm in time. 

Miguel and some, of his associates are now lying in the county jail 
awaiting trial for disturbing the peace and exciting others to rebellion- 

The conversion of the Yumas to Christianity will be a tedious 
work. We have no other hope than that of the rising generation 
educated in the Indian schools, where principles of morality and taste 
for work are cultivated. 
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In my visit to Yuma, where I spent some few days, I had occasion 
to visit the ruins of the Mission of San Pedro y San Pablo, about four 
leagues distant from Fort Yuma. We roamed around these hills, and 
could find only traces of the foundation. Strange to say, after over 
one hundred years, you can yet notice signs of the building having 
been burned down to the ground. 

The climate of Yuma is very beneficial to those with weak lungs. 
That many have recovered their health there cannot be denied. With 
the new plan of irrigation, it seems that a colony or two of Italians 
are going to settle there. A day may come that the desert may 
bloom and flourish, and then, when thickly settled, may be verified 
yet the saying of Tertulian that the blood of martyrs is the. seed of 
new Christians. Maybe that from heaven above those four mission" 
aries will gaze at the many converts in the land watered with their 
blood, and among these the grandchildren of those who destroyed 
their missions and stained their hands with their blood and that of the 
soldiers and other innocent victims. 

[These missions were founded in the autumn of 1780, La Purlsima Concepcion near 
the present site of Fort Yuma, San Pedro y San Pablo about twelve miles below. The 
massacre occurred July 17, 1781. The four missionaries and forty-six soldiers and settlers 
were killed. The women and children were made captives. They were subsequently 
ransomed by Fages.— J. M. G., Ed.l 



